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with this approach, provided that the models yield testable hypotheses so that competing models can be run against each other using data. One can argue about whether this actually happens, but in this limited space I won't address that issue. The purposes of a unified theory are:
• To make the commonalities between models and their differences absolutely stark. Here we mean to focus on both the assumptions, implicit or explicit, and the results.
• To allow new models of the same phenomena to be introduced and classified.
• To make the robustness of models clear.
• Such unified structures also give us new ways of thinking about and teaching material, much as general equilibrium theory, welfare economics, and the theory of the second best gave us new ways to see market failures, in contrast with partial equilibrium theory and classical one market cost-benefit analysis.
Isn't there already a unified urban general equilibrium theory? Actually, no, there isn't. There are many variations of models with perfect and imperfect competition, land modeled in various ways, pure exchange or production, a continuum or a finite number of agents, and various assumptions about agent mobility or location. There is little point to creating new combinations without sufficient motivation, namely questions that beg to be addressed, be they normative or positive. Many models, such as those of the New Economic Geography, seem tied to specific functional forms.
2
What distinguishes urban models from others? Clearly, the use of mobile agents (in addition to commodities that might be mobile or immobile) is a distinguishing feature. One might think that what distinguishes urban models are the correlation of land use and the location of the agents using it, but this can be misleading.
3 Instead, I propose that it is the indivisibility of agents in terms of their choice of location (namely, each agent can only be at one place at any given time and state of the world) and the differentiation of commodities by this locational attribute that distinguishes urban models. But it is important to emphasize that in fact, the field of urban economics (as opposed to the models) is defined by a set of questions, not by a set of models.
4
The first order of business is to seek commonalities. The purpose is to prove (though not in this essay) theorems on existence of equilibrium, welfare, core, certain comparative statics, and so forth for all the models simultaneously. Such a unification would bring out the essential elements of the theory, including the underlying commonality in the commodity space, and thus the deeper and simpler structure of the mathematics common to urban models.
In this proposal, I shall attempt not to use many assumptions. The discussion might appear to be very abstract, but it can easily be made concrete by using the examples provided. I hope that it will subsume most known models, and a few unknown ones as well.
